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The Chronicles agree that the expedition comprised four or five ships, and this is corroborated by the letters of Spinula and De Ayala, who each give five as the number. Three independent authorities, each writing without knowledge of the others, are thus in accord, and the five ships are an established fact. It constitutes a serious difficulty for those who would apply the Sebastian Cabot narratives to this voyage, since those accounts one and all agree that Sebastian took two vessels to the North West. Dr Biggar suggests that only one or two ships really belonged to the expedition, whilst the others were Iceland fishermen who merely left Bristol in company; but the chronicles imply that they were all bound for the new land, and so does De Ayala. The letter of Pietro Pasqualigo from Lisbon in I50I1 is mainly a description of a Portuguese voyage and casts but the faintest sidelight on Cabot by its allusion to European articles found in the hands of American natives. The La Cosa Map and the Hojeda patent concern the locality of the discoveries.
We have already seen that the plans for John Cabot's second voyage were being discussed immediately after his return in 1497. The first record of active preparations is comprised in the second letters patent issued to him on February 3,14Q8.2 This document authorizes Cabot or his deputies to take six English ships, of a burden not exceeding 200 tons, for a voyage to "the land and istes" lately found by him, on payment of the rates of hire ordinarily paid by the Grown. He may also take with him all persons who will voluntarily join the venture. All officers and subjects of the king are enjoined to facilitate these arrangements, which may be carried out despite any statute or ordinance "made or to be made" to the contrary. Some slight acquaintance with Tudor maritime administration is necessary to an interpretation of this document. In the first place, it is not a basic grant of privileges, as was the patent of 1496. That patent still held good as the governing instrument of the undertaking, and was in no way superseded or cancelled. The second grant is a mere ad hoc commission arising out of a difficulty Cabot has met with in procuring suitable ships; and it enables him to "take" (evidently "impress") such ships at the king's rate. That rate was threepence per ton per week, as appears by numerous Navy papers of the Tudor period. The second paragraph granted leave to the king's subjects to accompany Cabot, any laws or orders to the contrary notwithstanding* It was necessitated by the general rule that subjects might not quit the country without permission, a rule commonly dormant but enforceable by proclamation in time of emergency. No such proclamation can be traced in February, 1498, but it is quite 1 No. 34.                                  2 No, 28.